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Wherein lies the distinctive beauty of Manipuri dance? Every guru 
.or artist worth the name faces his question and answers it in his own way. 
But still the question remains. It is not merely a matter of giving a few 
characteristics of Manipuri dance as distinguished from other schools of 
Indian dances. It is not surprising that a beautiful composition with all 
rhythm and gesture of Manipuri may be just dismissed by the people—~O, 
it is not Manipuri’. They are usually unable to give proper reasons why the 
piece is not exactly Manipuri. But they are right. It is not a matter of dis- 
cussion or debate : it is a question of sensibility of a people, which is not 
unallied to the beautiful landscape, the green hills, lake and green grasses, 
“small but beautiful rivers of the valley of this state. It is ultimately a matter 
of vision-of Manipuri dance. 


A certain musical text describes about the Jasya style of Manipuri 
as something born of shyness leading to steps of modest beauty, moving like 
waves caused by a gentle breeze, like a swaying creeper characterised by 
restraint and dignity. This almost approximates to the beauty of this style. 
Recently I have watched an old exponent, a traditional middle-aged dancer 
and an established young dancer of Guru Amubi’s school standing in a line 
and executing the steps of Bhangi Pareng Achouba, a nritya prabandha 
describing the various postures of Lord Krishna. I saw the different shades 
of beauty born out of the slightly different movements and stood fascinated 
“by these. I could see how Guru Amubi created certain movements which 
were different from and also allied to the old movements. The old beauty 
was replaced by a new beauty and still we were moved by both. Because the 
sensibility and the vision remained the same. 


It is said of Japanese Noh theatre that despite its use of magnificent 
costumes and masks its underlying principle is restraint. It is evet said 
that its static attitude is more expressive than movement. There is something 
of this restraint and certain type of austerity about the spirit of Maniputi 
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dance. This is perhaps the reason why any onlooker attuned to other 
schools of Indian dance has a feeling that Manipuri has little abhinaya, 
little knowing that all the four elements of abhinaya are very much there in 
Manipuri also. But the viniyoga or use of them is entirely different. And 
Manipuri dance is not merely the movements as done by the dancer. It is 
sangeet in which there is nritya (dance). gita (music) and vadya (rhythm) 
all combined into a harmony. There is also the usual bhava (feeling), rasa 
(sentiment) and tala (metric cycle) associated with it. Add to this there is 
bhakti or devotion pervading the entire sensibility at least in the classical 
Rasa dances. People go to Rasalila not to watch the beauty of the dances, 
not to listen to the vocal music, but to relish the ananda (bliss) born of the 
composite beauty of music, movements and rhythm. Manipuri dance is 
Manipuri music made visible and the onlooker is supposed to bow down 
to the beauty of it in a spirit of utter dedication. It may be roughly described 
as the search for contemplative harmony. 


- Itis not that Guru Amubi was not affected by his association with Uday 
Shankar in his Almora period and some of his compositions are touched 
by realism. -In one of his weak moments he had to go to Abhinaya 
Darpana and had to borrow some of the Hastas in his exquisite composition 
of Sri Krishna Vandana with the lines—Shrita Kamala Kucha of poet Jayadev. 
There is more of realistic touch and less of symbolic imagery in his ballet— 
Krishna Balyalila dealing with the childhood episodes of Lord Krishna, 
being perhaps inspired by what is called Uday Shankar style. But all these 
movements and postures have been so delicately integrated into the whole 
vision of Manipuri dance that people watched these pieces as if they were 
seeing an old classical piece. All these compositions do not violate the 
essence of the representative expression of traditional Manipuri. Amidst 
the endless rhythmic variations and turns and halfturns and jumps violent 
and not so violent, the centrality of his vision remains steady: a dignified 
restraint and a certain subdued eloquence. 


The truth of this statement may be tested in the context of the various 
dance compositions done by the Gurus on and off the stage. Most of the 
movements betray more of angikabhinaya, intricate talas and rhythmic 
variations in the name of adding more colour and beauty to the traditional 
form. But unfortunately mosi of these often violate the Manipuri sensibility 
and do injustice to the spirit of Manipuri dance. This is because of the fact 
that the composers lack the vision and are often carried away by some 
of the images of Bharata Natyam, Kathakali, or Kathak. It is the vision 
which they have lost in the seeing of it; it is the knowledge they have lost in 
the knowing of it. Because such a vision is born out of contemplation. 


A constant debate is going on among the gurus of Manipuri dance, 
over the question : should we go more to the shastras and enrich this tradi- 
tion or move beyond the shastras to find the beauty within? Guru Amubi 
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appears to have been given the answer-to this: Take as much as you can 
from the shastras, the environment and mcdern concepts but make it Mani- 
puri in any case. Keep the steady flame of the Manipuriness of Manipuri, 
the shy, delicate beauty born of utter humility. You can add as many ges- 
tures as you like, utilise a number of falas in various tempos and enlarge 
the vocabulary of its music and expression. But the only test should be: 
it should not violate Manipuri sensibility which is the only yardstick for an 
art form called’ Manipuri. 


It is to the credit of this great guru that all his teaching and new com- 
positions always bore the stamp of this vision and whatever addtions he 
made towards the rhythm and gesture of this distinctive school of Manipuri 
dance were also integrated with the centrality of his vision. The new always 
appeard to be old and the old appeared to be bathed in a new light, but 
keeping all the time the fragile delicacy and lyric quality of Manipuri dance. 
Slight gestures and movements were made here and there; words were 
added to music. A new beauty is born. But still the people would nod and 
say: “Ah, this is Manipuri, the best of it and the most traditional and 
representative of it”. Herein lies the greatness of Guru Amubi Singh who 
left this world at the ripe age of 92, keeping himself ready both mentally 
and spiritually for the last journey. 


. -PROF. E. NILAKANTA SINGH is a well known authority on the arts of Manipur. 

He was Vice-Chairman of Jawaharlal Nehtu Manipur Dance Academy. Imphal, and Secre- 

tary of the Manipur State Kala Akademi. At present he is Director “Department of Culture, 
- Imphal. He.is author of several books on art and culture of Manipur. 
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